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WHAT IS COACH? 

COACH, Choosing Options and Accommodations for Children (Giangreco, Clonin
ger, & Iverson, 1993), is a planning process designed to assist individual student plan
ning teams in identifying the content of individualized education programs for students 
with significant disabilities in general education settings and activities. Although 
COACH has been used primarily with this low-incidence population, its concepts and 

. procedures are generally applicable for use wfth students who have a much wider 
range of characteristics, with minor adaptations to its content. COACH is based on a 
series of six underlying principles as well as on a set of five valued life outcomes (see 
Table 1). The valued life outcomes included in COACH originally were generated 
through interviews with 28 families with children with significant and multiple disabil
ities (Giangreco, Cloninger, Mueller, Yuan, & Ashworth, 1991) and were further vali
dated as important indicators of a quality life by 44 additional families (Giangreco, 
Cloninger, Dennis, & Edelman, 1993). 

COACH is organized into three major parts. Part l (Family Prioritization Inter
view) is used to identify a small set of priority learning outcomes for the student. 
These priority learning outcomes are individualized and selected by the family based 
on their proposed impact on valued life outcomes. Part 2 (Defining the Educational 
Program Components) is used to 1) translate the family-selected priority learning out
comes into individualized education program (IEP) goals and objectives, 2) assist the 
full team (which includes the family) in identifying other important learning out
comes in addition to those selected by the family, and 3) determine general supports 
and accommodations to be provided to or for the student to allow access and partici
pations in the education program. This part of COACH ensures that the selection of a 
small set of priorities will not unnecessarily limit the breadth of the student's learning 
opportunities and explicitly documents the contents of the education program in a 
succinct format (i.e., Program-at-a-Glance) for practical use by classroom staff. 
Part 2 further assists team.members by distinguishing between student learning out-

Table 1. The basis of COACH 

Underlying principles 

1. Pursuing valued life outcomes is an important aspect of education. 
2. The family is the cornerstone of relevant and longitudinal educational planning. 
3. Collaborative teamwork is essential to quality education. 
4. Coordinated planning is dependent on shared, discipline-free goals. 
5. Using problem-solving methods improves the effectiveness of educational planning. 
6. Special education is a service not a place. 

Valued life outcomes 

1. Having a safe, stable home in which to live now and/or in the future. 
2. Having access to a variety of places and engaging in meaningful activities. 
3. Having a social network of personally meaningful relationships. 
4. Having a level of personal choice and control that matches one's age. 
S. Being safe and healthy. 
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comes and supports or accommodations. Particularly with students who have signifi
cant disabilities, confusion regarding this distinction has led to conflicts among team 
members and to IEPs that are unnecessarily passive (Downing, 1988; Giangreco, 
Dennis, Edelman, & Cloninger, 1994). Part 3 (Addressing the Education Program 
Components in Inclusive Settings) is used to determine options for addressing stu
dents' education program components in· general education class settings and in other 
settings (e.g., community, vocational) with people without disabilities through the use 
of a scheduling matrix and a set of lesson adaptation guidelines. Table 2 provides an 
overview of the various parts of COACH. 

RESEARCH ON COACH 

Although COACH has been publicly available since 1985, it has only been in the early 
1990s that any systematic evaluation has been undertaken regarding its validity, use, 
and impact. The seven updated versions of COACH, which were available between 
I 985 and 1993, were influenced by anecdotal, although extremely valuable, feedback 
primarily from special education teachers, related service providers, and parents who 
used COACH. 

National Expert Validation 

Initial data exist establishing COACH as a tool that is congruent with a variety of 
exemplary educational and family-centered practices (Giangreco, Cloninger, Dennis, 
& Edelman, 1993). Seventy-eight experts in the area of multiple disabilities, all of 
whom met specified criteria, reviewed and rated COACH. Forty-eight percent (n = 37) 
of these experts had used or observed previous versions of COACH. Thirty-seven of 
the respondents were national 
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Table 3. Positive features of COACH identified by expert respondents 
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Table 4_- ·Respondents' perspectives on cultural sensitivity in parent interviewing 

1. Each family should be approached individually. The family 
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COACH process made by team members. Adaptations were defined as any documen
tation on the COACH forms that did not follow the instructions outlined in the manual. 
Because COACH is not designed to be a standardized process, adaptations to the 
process are not inherently positive or negative. As adaptations were identified. a judg
ment was made by this author (as the originator of COACH) whether each adaptation 
was congruent or incongruent with the underlying principles of COACH as listed in 
Table l, and, if congruent, which underlying principles have been compromised. Table 
5 lists examples of how individuals have adapted COACH in ways that were 



Table 5. Adaptations incongruent with the underlying principles of COACH• 

Section of COACH 

General 

Part 1.2: Selecting Curricu
lar Areas to Be Assessed 

Part 1.3: Activity Lists 

Part 1.4: Prioritization 

Adaptations to 
written instructions 

Documentation of team involvement was 
incomplete (e.g., did not list all team 
members; did not document dates 
reviewed with other team members) 

Completed Part 1 of COACH (Family Priori
tization Interview) but did not complete 
Part 2 

Family filled out the COACH forms at home 
by themselves 

Did not complete this section 

Added the score NA (not applicable) to the 
existing range of scoring options 

Skipped "Potential Priorities" column and 
went directly from Scoring to Ranking 

Principles with which 
the practice is incongruent 

Collaborative teamwork is essential 
to quality education 

Pursuing valued life outcomes is an 
important aspect of education 

Using problem-solving methods 
improves the effectiveness of edu
cational planning 

Using problem-solving methods ... 

Pursuing valued life outcomes ... 

Using problem-solving methods ... 

Why the practice is incongruent 

Not sharing information or develop
ing a shared framework and goals 
interferes with teamwork 

Family Prioritization Interview pro
vides inconj
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ai· Table 5. (continued) 

Section of COACH 

Part 1.5: Cross
Prioritization 

Part 2.1: Annual Goals 
Worksheet 

Part 2.2: Breadth of 
Curriculum Worksheet 
and Listing 

Part 2.3: General Supports 

Adaptations to 
written instructions 

Checked all items that "Need WorkH as 
"Potential Priorities" 

Ranked Activity Listing (e.g., Personal Man
agement) items 1-9. (These were all 
marked "Yes" for HNeeds Work" in Part 
1.3.) 

Checked items as "Potential Priorities" and 
ranked them as priorities although they 
were marked as N in Part 1.3, indicating 
that they do not "Need Work" this year 

In "Other" category, added the item HMain
tain range of motion by 
positioning/stretching" 

Added Hincrease kickingH to HOther" cate
gory 

Listed Overall Priorities as "Communica
tion," "Academics" 

Did not list the Valued Life Outcomes that 
correspond with the family's "Overall Pri
orities" 

Did not indicate whether the Overall Priori
ties should be "Included in the IEP," 
"Breadth of Curriculum," or "Home" 

Did not set context for annual goals 

Listed only general education classes in 
which the student is currently placed 
rather than those available to all other 
students in that particular grade 

Did not indicate the Valued Life Outcomes 
sought by providing the General Supports 

•See Table 1 for underlying assumptions of COACH. 

Principles with which 
the practice is incongruent 

Using problem-solving methods ... 

Using problem-solving methods ... 

Using problem-solving methods ... 

Coordinated planning is dependent 
upon shared, discipline-free goals 

Coordinated planning ... 

Using problem-solving methods ... 

The family is the cornerstone of rel
evant and longitudinal education
al planning 

The family is the cornerstone ... and 
collaborative teamwork ... 

Pursuing valued life outcomes ... 

Using problem-solving methods ... , 
pursuing valued life outcomes .. . 
and special education is a service 
not a place 

Pursuing valued life outcomes ... 

Why the practice is incongruent 

Marking all items as potential priori
ties does not assist in narrowing 
the selection of priorities 

Uses time inefficiently because only 
a maximum of the top five ranked 
items go on to be considered at 
the next level (1.5) 

Only those items that "Need Work" 
are considered as "Potential Pri
orities" 

Part 1.5 addresses learning out
comes only in an attempt to dis
tinguish them from general 
supports 

This item is not an "activity" but 
rather a "subskiU-; it would need 
to be put into a functional context 
to be considered an activity 

Such descriptors are merely curricu
lar categories, not learning out
comes 

May interfere with professionals 
adequately understanding the 
underlying meaning of the fami
ly's selected priorities 

Fails to (1.5�953 Tc 8 0 d
(ly's )



Part 2.1: Annual Goals 
Worksheet 

Part 2 .2: Breadth of 
Curriculum Worksheet 
and Listing 

Part 2.3: General Supports 

Did not set context for annual goals 

Listed only general education classes in 
which the student is currently placed 
rather than those available to all other 
students in that particular grade 

Did not indicate the Valued Life Outcomes 
sought by providing the General Supports 

··See Table 1 for uriderlying assumptions of COACH. 

Pursuing valued life outcomes ... 

Using problem-solving methods ... , 
pursuing valued life outcomes .. . 
and special education is a service 
not a place 

Pursuing valued life outcomes ... 

Interferes with the pursuit of Valued 
Life Outcomes because it does 
not place learning outcomes in 
contexts that are individually 
meaningful for the student 

Listing does not account for the 
divergent consideration of all 
possibilities available to the stu
dent 

May interfere with team members 
adequately understanding the 
underlying meaning-of the select
ed General Supports 
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could fit those learning outcomes of COACH into her school day more." In some cases, 
COACH-identified priorities were observed being taught in classrooms as staff 
referred to the student's Program-at-a-Glance (Part 2.4), which is a one- or two-page 
summary of COACH results. As one general education classroom teacher said, "We 
use it everyday. There's a pretty discreet [sic] number [of priority learning outcomes] 
that we're trying to address; this has let everyone be able to remember what's being 
worked on." 

One physical therapist summarized her perspectives about COACH use by 
saying, 

! firmly ?elieve in the process and jus~ thought it was extremely challenging and excit
ing and 1t made a much better educational program for the child. It was just a very sat
isfying way to work because you felt you had a road map of where you wanted to be 
and a way to get there. It was exciting to see .... 

COACH was used by some teams as one component of the annual transition plan
ning from grade to grade as well as a component for major transitions such as those 
from early childhood programs to kindergarten and from high school to postsecondary 
experiences. In two cases, the use of COACH was rep6ame1
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. For some families, using COACH was reported to be the first time they had actu
ally been asked for their input rather than presented with professional recommenda
tions for their approval or disapproval. Parents indicated that COACH gave them an 
acceptable way to say no to professionals that did not require them to explain or ration
alize their decisions. COACH helped some families clarify their thoughts within the 
family unit As one mother said, "I think it helped my husband and I because we did it 
[COACH] together, because sometimes we have different views on what Eddie should 
be doing or what our vision is for Eddie." 

This change in the nature of interactions between parents and professionals was 
reported to increase the level of parent participation in educational planning and to 
open dialogue about previously undiscussed topics: "It helped us broaden our 
ideas .... " For some teams, this developing relationship between parents and profes
sionals established a sense of mutual support and interdependence. "People feel so 
much better about teaming; that you're not out there by theryg tea
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cational decision making, shifting more control to parents, particularly through the 
Family Prioritization Interview (Giangreco et al., 1995). As one parent acknowledged, 
"We feel like we have more control." Some professionals reported that the 
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For several students, use of COACH led to new opportunities and raised expecta
tions,- some of which were as basic as riding the school bus with. classmates, having
access to human touch, or actively communicating with peers. Parents talked about the· 
routines of their families and the new opportunities their children had as a result of pri
orities established using COACH. For some families, this meant their children were' 
now attending the ballgames of an older sibling, attending religious services with the 

r --- family, going shopping. or participating in general education classes. As the mother of 
[ a high school student said.; "Her repertoire of activities has.expanded and a lot of those 

things that were identified [during the COACH interview) have older 
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wider range of characteristics by considering the similarities in Valued Life Outcomes 
sought for students, including curriculum individualization needs for students without 
disability labels. Therefore, COACH should move in the future toward generic process 
steps that are increasingly applicable to an ever-widening audience. To accomplish this 
extension, the Valued Life Outcomes and specific learning outcomes included in 
COACH will need further consideration and change so that they can be interpreted in 
individually meaningful ways by more families with diverse characteristics and needs. 
The process of COACH will also need to undergo continual reevaluation to retain its 
problem-solving attributes while simplifying and streamlining it so that it becomes 
more user friendly. Although these potential revisions should be facilitated through 
continued research, the greatest sources of ideas for potential improvements are the 
thoughtful adaptations to the process invented by professionals and family members 
who join together on behalf of the students they care about and seek to educate. There
fore, as stated in the COACH manual, "Consumers are reminded that COACH is a 
flexible tool. a n  0  9 . 9  2 3 1 . 3 4  4 9 4 .
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